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report topic in context.
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7rom 2006 to 2008, an estimated 4,300 Thanksgiving 
Day fires occurred annually in the United States caus-

ing 10 deaths, 50 injuries, and $30 million in property loss.  
Of these Thanksgiving Day fires, an estimated 2,000 fires 
occurred in residential buildings resulting in an estimated 
average of 5 deaths, 25 injuries, and $21 million in prop-
erty loss each year.1,2,3    

On Thanksgiving Day, many families customarily spend the 
holiday inside their home or the home of a friend or family 
member with the family dinner being the highlight of the 
day.4  Because of this holiday custom, from 2006 to 2008, 
the average number of reported residential building fires 
on Thanksgiving Day almost doubled (49 percent) from the 
average number of fires in residential buildings on all days 
other than Thanksgiving (26 percent).  As a result, it is par-
ticularly important to look at the characteristics of residen-
tial building fires on Thanksgiving.  

This report addresses the characteristics of Thanksgiving 
Day fires in residential buildings reported to the National 
Fire Incident Reporting System (NFIRS) between 2006 and 
2008, the most recent data available at the time of analysis.  

Thanksgiving Day fires in residential buildings are fire inci-
dents that occurred on November 23, 2006, November 22, 
2007, and November 27, 2008.  

Type of Fire

Building fires are divided into two classes of severity in 
NFIRS: “confined fires,” which are those fires confined to 
certain types of equipment or objects, and “nonconfined 
fires,” which are not. Confined building fires are small fire 
incidents that are limited in extent, staying within pots 
or fireplaces or certain other noncombustible containers.5  
Confined fires rarely result in serious injury or large content 
losses, and are expected to have no significant accompany-
ing property losses due to flame damage.6  Of these two 
classes, the smaller, confined fires account for the major-
ity of Thanksgiving Day fires in residential buildings at 71 
percent.  Of these confined fires, cooking is, by far, the 
predominant type of fire.  Nonconfined fires account for the 
remaining 29 percent of Thanksgiving Day fires in residen-
tial buildings (Table 1).
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Table 1. Thanksgiving Day Fires in Residential Buildings by Type of Incident (2006–2008) 

Incident Type Percent

!"#$#%&'$(%) 70.9

!""*+#,'$(%-'."#$#%&'/"'."#/0+#%( 60.6

!1+2#%3'"('45%'$(%-'."#$#%&'/"'.1+2#%3'"('45% 5.8

6#.+#%(0/"('"7%(8"0&'"('20895#./+"#-'$(%'."#$#%& 0.1

:5%8';5(#%(<;"+8%('20895#./+"#-'$(%'."#$#%& 2.3

!"22%(.+08'."2=0./"('$(%-'."#$#%&'/"'(5;;+)1 0.2

>(0)1'"('(5;;+)1'$(%-'."#/0+#%& 2.0

?"#."#$#%&'$(%) 29.1

>"/08 100.0

#-3)2&H$$:7IJ#$K"L"

Loss Measures

Table 2 presents losses, averaged over the 3-year-period of 

2006-2008, of reported Thanksgiving Day fires in residen-

tial buildings as well as fires that occur in residential build-

ings on all days other than Thanksgiving Day.7  Although 

the average number of reported residential building fires on 

Thanksgiving Day is nearly double that of those on all other 

days, the average numbers of injuries and dollar loss for all 

Thanksgiving Day fires in residential buildings are about 

half those of the same loss measures for non-Thanksgiving 

Day fires in residential buildings.  

Table 2. Loss Measures for Thanksgiving Day and Non-Thanksgiving Day Fires in  
Residential Buildings (3-year-average, 2006–2008)

Measure
All Thanksgiving Day Fires 

in Residential Buildings

!"#$#%&'()*#+,-./.#-'

Day Fires in

Residential Buildings

0"#1"#$#%&'()*#+,-./.#-'

Day Fires in

Residential Buildings

Non-Thanksgiving Day 

Fires in

Residential Buildings

Average Loss:

:0/08+/+%)<@-AAA'$(%)' 2.1 0.0 7.1 5.5

6#B5(+%)<@-AAA'$(%)' 14.8 5.5 37.5 28.2

C"880('8"))<$(% DE-EFA $80 DGA-@EA D@H-@AA
#-3)2&H$:7IJ#$K"L"

:-*&9H$ BM$$$N&)-$1&(*E9$4,$2-,O,&1$PE(,Q9>4F4,>$%(5$O)&9$4,$)&941&,*4(0$=34014,>9$D&)&$)&'-)*&1$*-$:7IJ#$13)4,>$ALLRSALLTU$*E&$)&930*4,>$0-99$-.$L"L$.(*(04*4&9$'&)$B?LLL$O)&9$)&V&2*9$-,05$1(*($)&'-)*&1$*-$:7IJ#"$

$ AM$$$8F&)(>&$0-99$.-)$.(*(04*4&9$(,1$4,W3)4&9$49$2-+'3*&1$'&)$B?LLL$O)&9U$(F&)(>&$1-00()$0-99$49$2-+'3*&1$!"#$%#"$(,1$49$)-3,1&1$*-$*E&$,&()&9*$XBL"

When Thanksgiving Day Fires in 
Residential Buildings Occur

As shown in Figure 1, Thanksgiving Day fires in residential 

buildings occur most frequently in the afternoon hours 

from 12 to 4 p.m., peaking from noon to 1 p.m., when 

many are expected to be preparing Thanksgiving din-

ner.8  Cooking fires, discussed in the section “Causes of 

Thanksgiving Day Fires in Residential Buildings,” account 

for 69 percent of Thanksgiving Day fires in residential 

buildings. Fires then decline throughout the evening, reach-

ing the lowest point during the early morning hours (2 to 

3 a.m.). 
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Figure 1. Thanksgiving Day Fires in Residential Buildings by Time of Alarm (2006–2008)
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Causes of Thanksgiving Day Fires in 
Residential Buildings

Cooking is, by far, the leading cause of all Thanksgiving 

Day fires in residential buildings at 69 percent. Nearly all 

of these cooking fires (97 percent) are small, confined fires 

with limited damage.  By comparison, cooking is the cause 

of 42 percent of residential building fires that occur on all 

days of the year other than Thanksgiving Day.

Heating, at 10 percent, is the next leading cause of 

Thanksgiving Day fires in residential buildings.  Eighty-five 

percent of heating fires are small, confined fires.9  

Fire Spread in Thanksgiving Day Fires in 
Residential Buildings

Seventy-nine percent of Thanksgiving Day fires in residen-

tial buildings are confined to the object of origin (Figure 

2).  Included in these fires are those coded as “confined 

fires” in NFIRS. Nine percent of the Thanksgiving Day fires 

in residential buildings are confined to the room of origin, 

and the remaining 12 percent extend beyond the room of 

fire origin.

Figure 2. Extent of Fire Spread in Thanksgiving Day Fires in Residential Buildings (2006–2008)
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&'(%(")$*+#",

Confined fires are allowed abbreviated NFIRS reporting 
and many details of these fires that are not required are not 
reported. As previously discussed, however, it is known that 
confined fires account for 71 percent of all Thanksgiving 
Day fires in residential buildings. Cooking (87 percent) and 
heating (12 percent) are the top two causes of confined 
Thanksgiving Day fires in residential buildings accounting 
for a total of 99 percent of all these types of fires. In addi-
tion, the numbers of confined Thanksgiving Day fires in 
residential buildings are highest from 12 to 4 p.m, account-
ing for 37 percent of these types of fires. 

-'(.'(%(")$*+#",

The next sections of this topical report address nonconfined 
Thanksgiving Day fires in residential buildings, the larger 

and more serious fires, where more detailed fire data are 
available.

!"#$%$&'(&)'*+'*,*%-&./"*0$1232*1&4"5&627%$&2*&
8%$2-%*92":&;#2:-2*1$

While cooking, by far, is the leading cause of all 
Thanksgiving Day fires in residential buildings as well 
as confined Thanksgiving Day fires in residential build-
ings, it only accounts for 10 percent of all nonconfined 
Thanksgiving Day fires in residential buildings. Rather, elec-
trical malfunctions (14 percent), carelessness or other unin-
tentional actions (14 percent), and open flames (13 percent) 
are the leading causes of all nonconfined Thanksgiving Day 
fires in residential buildings (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Causes of Noncon"ned Thanksgiving Day Fires in Residential Buildings (2006–2008)

#-3)2&H$$:7IJ#$K"L"

</%7%&)'*+'*,*%-&./"*0$1232*1&4"5&627%$&2*&
8%$2-%*92":&;#2:-2*1$&=9"79&>?7%"&'(&627%&@7212*A

Nonconfined Thanksgiving Day fires in residential buildings 
most often start in cooking areas and kitchens (22 percent) 
as shown in Table 3. Bedrooms (12 percent) and common 

rooms, living rooms, or lounge areas (8 percent) are the 
next most common areas of fire origin in the home. Less 
common leading areas of fire origin are fires that start in 
wall assembly areas (6 percent), attics (5 percent), garages 
and carports (5 percent), and laundry areas (4 percent).
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Note that these areas of fire origin do not include areas 

associated with confined fires. As confined cooking fires 

are a substantial percentage of all Thanksgiving Day fires in 

residential buildings, it is likely that the kitchen is, by far, 

the leading area of fire origin for all Thanksgiving Day fires 

in residential buildings.

Table 3. Leading Areas of Fire Origin in Noncon"ned Thanksgiving Day Fires 
in Residential Buildings (2006–2008)

Areas of Fire Origin Percent (Unknowns Apportioned)

!""*+#,'0(%0-'*+/.1%# 22.2

I%&(""2) 12.3

!"22"#'(""2-'&%#-'902+83'(""2-'8+7+#,'(""2-'8"5#,% 7.9

J088'0))%2;83-'."#.%08%&'K088')=0.% 5.5

L//+. 4.9

M%1+.8%')/"(0,%'0(%0'N,0(0,%-'.0(="(/O 4.5

P05#&(3'0(%0 4.4

#-3)2&H$$:7IJ#$K"L"

B'C&)'*+'*,*%-&./"*0$1232*1&4"5&627%$&2*&
8%$2-%*92":&;#2:-2*1$&=9"79&>B%"9&='#7+%A

Figure 4 shows sources of heat for nonconfined 

Thanksgiving Day fires in residential buildings. The “heat 

from powered equipment” category accounts for 50 percent 

of nonconfined Thanksgiving Day fires in residential build-

ings. Within this category, radiated or conducted heat from 

operating equipment accounts for 16 percent, electrical 

arcing accounts for 15 percent, heat from other powered 

equipment accounts for 12 percent, and spark, ember, or 

flame from operating equipment accounts for 6 percent 

of all nonconfined Thanksgiving Day fires in residential 

buildings. 

The “hot or smoldering objects” category accounts for 18 

percent of nonconfined Thanksgiving Day fires in resi-

dential buildings. This category includes items such as hot 

embers or ashes (8 percent) and miscellaneous hot or smol-

dering objects (8 percent).

“Heat from open flame or smoking material” is the third 

largest category at 17 percent. This category includes items 

such as candles (5 percent), heat from miscellaneous open 

flame or smoking materials (5 percent), and cigarettes (4 

percent). 

Figure 4. Sources of Heat in Noncon"ned Thanksgiving Day Fires in Residential Buildings by 
Major Category (2006–2008)

#-3)2&H$$:7IJ#$K"L"
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</"9&D1*29%$&627$9&2*&)'*+'*,*%-&./"*0$1232*1&4"5&
627%$&2*&8%$2-%*92":&;#2:-2*1$

Thirty-seven percent of the items first ignited in noncon-

fined Thanksgiving Day fires in residential buildings with 

item first ignited determined fall under the “structural 

component, finish” category (Figure 5). This category 

includes exterior roof covering and trim, floor covering 

(rug, carpet, or mat), and interior wall and ceiling covering. 

The next leading categories, “organic materials” and “gen-

eral materials,” each account for 15 percent of nonconfined 

Thanksgiving Day fires in residential buildings. 

Structural member or framing (13 percent), cooking mate-

rials (12 percent), and electrical wire, cable insulation (8 

percent) are the specific items most often first ignited in 

nonconfined Thanksgiving Day fires in residential build-

ings.  Of interest, deep fryers were the equipment involved 

in the ignition in 6 percent of nonconfined residential 

building fires on Thanksgiving Day where the item first 

ignited was specified as cooking materials.10

Figure 5. Item First Ignited in Noncon"ned Thanksgiving Day Fires in Residential Buildings 
(2006–2008)

#-3)2&H$$:7IJ#$K"L"

627%&=E7%"-&2*&)'*+'*,*%-&./"*0$1232*1&4"5&627%$&
2*&8%$2-%*92":&;#2:-2*1$

Figure 6 shows the fire spread in nonconfined Thanksgiving 

Day fires in residential buildings. The majority of these 

nonconfined fires, 57 percent, are limited to the object 

or room of fire origin with fire spread almost evenly split 

between the two areas of fire origin—in 29 percent of 

nonconfined fires, the fire is confined to the room of origin; 

in another 28 percent of fires, the fire is confined to the 

object of origin. 

The remaining 43 percent of nonconfined Thanksgiving 

Day fires in residential buildings extend beyond the room 

of origin. The leading causes of these larger fires are other 

unintentional actions (carelessness), open flame, and elec-

trical malfunctions.
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Figure 6. Extent of Fire Spread in Noncon"ned Thanksgiving Day Fires  
in Residential Buildings (2006–2008)

#-3)2&H$$:7IJ#$K"L"$
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./"*0$1232*1&4"5&627%$&2*&8%$2-%*92":&;#2:-2*1$

Table 4 shows the categories of factors contributing to igni-

tion in nonconfined Thanksgiving Day fires in residential 

buildings. The leading category of factors contributing to 

ignition is the “misuse of material or product” (35 percent).  

Within this category, heat source too close to combustible 

materials and abandoned or discarded materials account for 

14 percent and 9 percent of all nonconfined Thanksgiving 

Day fires in residential buildings, respectively. 

The “electrical failure, malfunction” category is a contribut-

ing factor in 20 percent of nonconfined Thanksgiving Day 

fires in residential buildings. “Operational deficiency” and 

“mechanical failure, malfunction” are the next leading cat-

egories at 13 percent and 12 percent, respectively.

Table 4. Factors Contributing to Ignition for Noncon"ned Thanksgiving Day Fires in 
Residential Buildings (Where Factors Contributing to Ignition are Speci"ed, 2006–2008)

Factors Contributing to Ignition Category
2%31%#4'"5'0"#1"#$#%&'()*#+,-./.#-'6*7'8.3%,'.#'9%,.&%#4.*:'

Building (Unknowns Apportioned)

Q+)5)%'"9'20/%(+08'"('=("&5./ 35.2

R8%./(+.08'90+85(%-'20895#./+"# 20.4

S=%(0/+"#08'&%$.+%#.3 12.7

Q%.10#+.08'90+85(%-'20895#./+"# 12.1

:+(%')=(%0&'"('."#/("8 9.4

C%)+,#-'20#590./5(%-'+#)/0880/+"#'&%$.+%#.3 7.2

S/1%('90./"()'."#/(+;5/+#,'/"'+,#+/+"# 6.4

?0/5(08'."#&+/+"# 1.1

#-3)2&H$:7IJ#$K"L"

:-*&9H$ BM$$I,2031&9$-,05$4,241&,*9$DE&)&$.(2*-)9$*E(*$2-,*)4=3*&1$*-$*E&$4>,4*4-,$-.$*E&$O)&$D&)&$9'&24O&1"

$ AM$$@30*4'0&$.(2*-)9$2-,*)4=3*4,>$*-$O)&$4>,4*4-,$+(5$=&$,-*&1$.-)$&(2E$4,241&,*U$*-*(0$D400$&Y2&&1$BLL$'&)2&,*"$

Alerting/Suppression Systems in Thanksgiving Day Fires in Residential Buildings

Technologies to detect and extinguish fires have been a major contributor to the drop in fire fatalities and injuries over the 

past 30 years. Smoke alarms are now present in the majority of residential buildings.  In addition, the use of residential 

sprinklers is widely supported by the fire service and is gaining support within residential communities.11
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Beyond building of origin

Confined to building of origin

Confined to floor of origin

Confined to room of origin

Confined to object of origin 28.2
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6.3

31.4

4.9

Percent of Nonconfined Thanksgiving Day Fires in Residential Buildings
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Smoke alarm data are available for both confined and non-

confined fires, although for confined fires, the data are very 

limited in scope.  As different levels of data are collected on 

smoke alarms in confined and nonconfined fires, the analy-

ses are performed separately.  Note that the data presented 

in Tables 5 to 7 are the raw counts from the NFIRS data set 

and are not scaled to national estimates of smoke alarms in 

Thanksgiving Day fires in residential buildings.  In addition, 

NFIRS does not allow for the determination of the type of 

smoke alarm—that is, if the smoke alarm was photoelec-

tric or ionization, or the location of the smoke alarm with 

respect to the area of fire origin.

=G'0%&?:"7G$&2*&)'*+'*,*%-&627%$&

Overall, smoke alarms were reported as present in 46 

percent of nonconfined Thanksgiving Day fires in resi-

dential buildings (Table 5).  In 23 percent of nonconfined 

Thanksgiving Day fires in residential buildings, there were 

no smoke alarms present. In another 31 percent of these 

fires, firefighters were unable to determine if a smoke alarm 

was present.  Thus, smoke alarms were potentially missing 

in between 23 and 54 percent of these fires with the ability 

to spread and possibly result in fatalities.

Table 5.  Presence of Smoke Alarms in Noncon"ned Thanksgiving Day Fires  
in Residential Buildings (2006-2008)

Presence of Smoke Alarms Percent

T(%)%#/ 45.7

?"#%'=(%)%#/ 22.9

U#&%/%(2+#%& 31.4

#-3)2&H$$:7IJ#$K"L"

While 14 percent of all nonconfined Thanksgiving Day 

fires occur in residential buildings that are not currently or 

routinely occupied, these occupancies—buildings under 

construction, undergoing major renovation, vacant, and the 

like—are unlikely to have alerting and suppression systems 

that are in place and, if in place, that operate. Only 10 per-

cent of nonconfined Thanksgiving Day fires in unoccupied 

residential buildings were reported as having smoke alarms 

that operated. As a result, the detailed smoke alarm analyses 

in the next section focus on nonconfined fires in occupied 

residential buildings only.

=G'0%&?:"7G$&2*&)'*+'*,*%-&627%$&2*&@++#E2%-&
8%$2-%*92":&;#2:-2*1$

Smoke alarms were reported as present in 49 percent of 

nonconfined Thanksgiving Day fires in occupied resi-

dential buildings (Table 6). In 20 percent of nonconfined 

Thanksgiving Day fires in occupied residential buildings, 

there were no smoke alarms present. In another 32 percent 

of these fires, firefighters were unable to determine if a 

smoke alarm was present.

When smoke alarms were present (49 percent) and the 

alarm operational status is considered, the percentage of 

smoke alarms reported as present consists of:

smoke alarms present and operated—25 percent; 

present but did not operate—15 percent (alarm did not 

operate, 8 percent; fire too small, 7 percent); and

present, but operational status unknown—9 percent. 

When the subset of incidents where smoke alarms were 

reported as present are analyzed separately, smoke alarms 

were reported to have operated in 51 percent of the inci-

dents and failed to operate in 17 percent. In 14 percent of 

this subset, the fire was too small to activate the alarm. The 

operational status of the alarm was undetermined in 18 

percent of these incidents.
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Table 6. NFIRS Smoke Alarm Data for Noncon"ned Thanksgiving Day Fires in Occupied 
Residential Buildings (NFIRS, 2006-2008)

Presence of

Smoke Alarms
Smoke Alarm Operational Status Smoke Alarm Effectiveness Count Percent

T(%)%#/

:+(%'/""')2088'/"'0./+70/%')2"*%'080(2 68 7.0

V2"*%'080(2'"=%(0/%&

V2"*%'080(2'08%(/%&'"..5=0#/)-'"..5=0#/)'
(%)="#&%&

175 18.1

V2"*%'080(2'08%(/%&'"..5=0#/)-'"..5=0#/)'
90+8%&'/"'(%)="#&

9 0.9

?"'"..5=0#/) 27 2.8

V2"*%'080(2'90+8%&'/"'08%(/'"..5=0#/) 3 0.3

U#&%/%(2+#%& 26 2.7

V2"*%'080(2'90+8%&'/"'"=%(0/% 80 8.3

U#&%/%(2+#%& 85 8.8

?"#%'=(%)%#/ 190 19.6

U#&%/%(2+#%& 306 31.6

>"/08'6#.+&%#/) 969 100.0

#-3)2&H$:7IJ#$K"L"

:-*&9H$ PE&$1(*($')&9&,*&1$4,$*E49$*(=0&$()&$)(D$1(*($2-3,*9$.)-+$*E&$:7IJ#$1(*($9&*"$PE&5$1-$,-*$)&')&9&,*$,(*4-,(0$&9*4+(*&9$-.$9+-Q&$(0()+9$4,$,-,2-,O,&1$PE(,Q9>4F4,>$%(5$O)&9$4,$-223'4&1$)&941&,*4(0$=34014,>9"$

PE&5$()&$')&9&,*&1$.-)$4,.-)+(*4-,(0$'3)'-9&9"$P-*(0$+(5$,-*$(11$*-$BLL$'&)2&,*$13&$*-$)-3,14,>"

=G'0%&?:"7G$&2*&!'*,*%-&627%$

Less information about smoke alarm status is collected for 

confined fires, but the data still give important insights 

about the effectiveness of alerting occupants in these types 

of fires. The analyses presented here do not differentiate 

between occupied and unoccupied residential buildings, 

as this data detail is not required when reporting confined 

fires in NFIRS.  However, an assumption may be made that 

confined fires are fires in occupied housing as these types of 

fires are unlikely to be reported in residential buildings that 

are not occupied.

Smoke alarms operated and alerted occupants in 44 percent 

of the reported confined Thanksgiving Day fires in residen-

tial buildings (Table 7). The data suggest that smoke alarms 

may alert residents to confined fires as the early alerting 

allowed the occupants to extinguish the fires, or the fires 

self-extinguished. If this is the case, it is an example of the 

contribution to life safety and the ability to rapidly respond 

to fires in early stages that smoke alarms afford.12

Occupants were not alerted by smoke alarms in 15 percent 

of confined Thanksgiving Day fires in residential build-

ings.13  In 42 percent of these confined fires, the smoke 

alarm effectiveness was unknown. 

Table 7. NFIRS Smoke Alarm Data for Con"ned Thanksgiving Day Fires  
in Residential Buildings (NFIRS, 2006-2008)

Smoke Alarm Effectiveness Count Percent

V2"*%'080(2'08%(/%&'"..5=0#/) @-@EW 43.5

V2"*%'080(2'&+&'#"/'08%(/'"..5=0#/) 410 15.0

U#*#"K# @-@GX 41.5

>"/08'6#.+&%#/) X-YG@ 100.0

#-3)2&H$:7IJ#$K"L"

:-*&9H$ PE&$1(*($')&9&,*&1$4,$*E49$*(=0&$()&$)(D$1(*($2-3,*9$.)-+$*E&$:7IJ#$1(*($9&*"$PE&5$1-$,-*$)&')&9&,*$,(*4-,(0$&9*4+(*&9$-.$9+-Q&$(0()+9$4,$2-,O,&1$PE(,Q9>4F4,>$%(5$O)&9$4,$)&941&,*4(0$=34014,>9"$PE&5$()&$$

')&9&,*&1$.-)$4,.-)+(*4-,(0$'3)'-9&9"$
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?#9'G"92+&HI92*1#2$/G%*9&=5$9%G$&2*&)'*+'*,*%-&
627%$&2*&8%$2-%*92":&;#2:-2*1$

The analyses presented here do not differentiate between 

occupied and unoccupied housing, as very few reported 

fires (1 percent) in unoccupied housing have automatic 

extinguishment systems (AES) present.  Note that the data 

presented in Table 8 are the raw counts from the NFIRS 

data set and are not scaled to national estimates of AESs in 

Thanksgiving Day fires in residential buildings.

Overall, full or partial AESs, mainly sprinklers, were pres-

ent in only 2 percent of nonconfined Thanksgiving Day 

fires in residential buildings (Table 8). AESs were not pres-

ent in 91 percent of nonconfined Thanksgiving Day fires in 

residential buildings. The lack of AESs is not unexpected as 

only 3 percent of all nonconfined residential building fires 

have an AES present.   

Sprinklers are required by code in hotels and many multi-

family residences. There are major movements in the U.S. 

fire service to require or facilitate use of sprinklers in all 

new homes, which could improve the usage of residen-

tial sprinklers in the future. At present, however, they are 

largely absent nationwide.14  

Table 8. NFIRS Automatic Extinguishing System (AES) Data for Noncon"ned Thanksgiving 
Day Fires in Residential Buildings (2006-2008)
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